Micronuclei in epithelial cells from sputum of uranium workers.
The cytogenetic effects of exposure to radon progeny and cigarette smoke were assessed with the exfoliated-cell micronucleus assay among 99 uranium workers. Cells with micronuclei were determined in one sputum specimen from each worker. Exposure to radon progeny and smoking habits were classified from interview data collected at the same time as the sputum specimens. Underground miners were considered exposed to radon progeny, and the other workers were considered unexposed. Neither radon progeny exposure nor cigarette smoking had any appreciable effect on the prevalence of cells with micronuclei; the crude prevalence ratios for the two groups were 1.0 (95% confidence interval 0.7-1.4) and 0.9 (95% confidence interval 0.6-1.3), respectively. The effects of radon and smoking were not confounded by each other or by age, nor were they synergistic. These findings cast doubt on the use of sputum-based micronucleus assay in epidemiologic studies of other populations exposed to occupational or environmental lung carcinogens.